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By Kay 8. Hymowitz

7 wEN | ¢TARTED following
the research on child well-
eing about two decades
a0, the focus was almost
always girls” problems —
their low self-esteem, lax ambitions, eating
digorders and, most alarming, high rates of
feent pregnancy. Now, though, with teen
hirths down mora than 80% from thelir 1581
peak and girls dominating classrooms anc
graduation ceremonies, boys and men sre
increasingly the ones under examination.
Thetr high school grades and college at-
tendance rates have remained stalled for
decades. Among poor and working-class
hoys, the chances of elimbing out of the low-
end labor market — and of becoming rel-
able husbands and fathers — are looking
worse and worse.

This spring, MIT. economist David
Autor and coauthor Melanie Wasserman
suggested a reasen for this: the growing
number of fatheriess homes. Boys and
voung men werert behaving rationally,
they suggested, because their family sttua-
tions had left them without the necessary
attitudes and skills to adapt to changing so-
cial and economic conditions. Anyone in-
terested in the plight of poor and working-
clags men — and, more broadly, mobility
and the American dream — should hope
this regearch, and the considerable bloiogl-
cat and psyehological evidence behind if,
becormnes part of the public debate.

Signs that the nuclear-family meltdown
ofthe past hall a century has been particu-
larly toxic to boys arenot hew, Asfarbackas
{he 19705, researchers began noticing thas,
although both girls and hoys showed dis-
{resy when their parents splif up, they had
different ways of showing it. Girls tended to
“internatize” their unhappiness and were
Lkely to become depressed and anxicus
Eovs, on the other hand, “externalized” or
“geted gut,"becoming more impulsive, ag-
gressive and “antisceial”

Roth reaciions were worrisome, but
boyy behavior had the disadvantage of an-
noying and even frightening classmates,

teachers and neighbors. Boys from broken
homes were more likely than thelr peers to
get suspended and arrested, Girls” unhap-
piness also seemaed t0 ease Within a year or
two of their parents’ divorce; boys’ didny't.

Autor and Wasserman cite alarge study
by Untversity of Chicago sociologists that
shows fatherless boys were more disruptive
than peers from two-parent famities by fifth
grade, and by eighth grade, they had a sub-
stantially greater likelihood of getting sus-
pended. And justice experts have long
kmown that juvenile facilities and adult jails
overfiow with sons from broken tamilies.

Liberals ofter assume that these kinds
of social problems result from our stingy
support system for single mothers and their
children. Provide more maternity leave,
guality dayeare and healthcare, goes the
thinking, and a lot of the dizadvantages of
single-parent homes would vanish, Buf the
link between criminaiity and fatherlessness
holds aven in countries with lavish social
welfare systems. A 2008 Flanish study of
2 700 hoys, for instance, concluded thaf Iiv-
ing in a non-intact family at age 8 predicted
avariety of criminal offenses,

Even boys who don't land in juvenile
court find their prospects dirinished, Sev-
eral studies have concluded that boys
raised in single-mother homes are less
likely to go to coliege than boys with similar
achievermnent levels raiged In married-cou-
ple families; girls show no such gap.

Sowhydoboys in single-mother families
have a harder time of it than thelr sisters?
There’s the role-model theary — that boys
need fathers because that’s who teaches
them how to be men. The theory males in-
tuittve sense. And some evidence exisis,
though it’s far from settled, that boys who
live with theirfathers after divores do Detter
than those who stay with thelr mothers.

As the sole explanation for the boy dis-
advantage, though, the role-model theory
needs modification, 1f boys simply needed
men in their lives to teach therm the ways of
the gendered world, then uncles, famiy
friends, mentors, teachers, stepfathers and
nonrasidential but involved fathers could
do the trick. TUs not clear that this is the

case. And stepfathers have an especially
mixed record it helping boys, the research
shows, Among boys in one study, those,
without fathers were more Hizely to be incar-
cergted, but those who lved with step-
fathers were at even higher risk of incar-
ceration than the single-moim cohort.

Ifthe trends ofthe last 40 years continue
«and there's ittie reason to think that they
won't — the percentage of boys growing up
with single mothers will keep growing. ¥o
ane knows how to stem that tide, But hy
understanding the way family instabiity
interacsswith hoys' restless natures, educa-
tors could experiment with approaches
that might improve at least some lives.

Educators and peychologists have often
described boys as “needing cleay rules” or
“henefiting from structure.” Equally impor-
tant is to find ways to improve boys’ literacy.
Boys have always had greater difficulty
learning to read than girls, and that holds
across ali sociceconomic levels and inevery
coutttry where PISA scholastic fests are
given to 15- and B-year-olds. Kids having
trouble reading too offen becorne disen-
gaged from school and drop out,

But the truth is, we don't know for sure
what will help, Our best bet 15 probably 1o
followthe advice of soecial thinker Jim Manzi
and start with small, controlied studiesthat
lend themselves to careful evaluation —
and keep experimenting.

Yot what also remains unknown is & pos-
sibility trapervious to experiment. 1t just
mey be that boys growing up where fathers
— and men in general — appear superils-
ousconfront an existential problem: Where
do It in? Who needs me, shyway? Boys see
that men have becorne extras n the lives of
many familise and communities, and it
can’t hetp but depress their aspivations.
Solving that problem will take something
muich bigger than a good literacy program.

Kay & HymowrTs is a contributing editor
ofthe Marhattan Institute’s City Jourmnal,
where g longerversion of thig plece
appears. She is the author of “Marriage
and Caste in America: Separate and
Unequal Famdlies in a Post-Marital Age.”




Jailhouse mat]

1D IR, COMRAD MURRAY get out
early?

The short answer is no. Mur-
ray, the doctor who was con-
victad of mveiuntary-memslaughw
ter in the death of Michael dackson, had
served hearly two vears of g four-year san-
tence when he was releaged from Los Ange-
les County Jail Just after midnight Monday,
That's ity half the sentenece, but s also the
full amnount of jail time provided for by law.

How is that not gelting out early? Since
whern does foazrryears equal ust under two?

It's complieated,

Anditsimportant — not because Murray
~ Isany different from most California inmates,

but rather because hats 5o typleal —and he-
cause his high-profile sentence is a window
into the state’s convoluted and misleading
sentencing rules,

It would be simplistic to &8y that those
rides alcne are what eaused the state’s eur-
rent criminal justice crisis, with the prison
system under federg] receivershin and a
court order coming to require the release of
more than 8,000 convicted felong by late Felb-
ruary. ‘The sentencing ruies are, rather, one
especially vexing resuly of years of zo-called
tough-on-crime laws fueied by fear, anti-dmyg
frenzy and politicat Opportunism,

It's not merely that sentences were
lengthened during those years: they were
lengtherned haphazardly, one by one, erimes
by orime, responding to partiontar ineidents,
with no comprehensive examination of the
state’s sentencing system and with few gues-
tions asked about the DUpose of prison thne,
Often the same Legiglature that adopted
longer jail and prison ferms undermined
them by reguiring more good-conduct ered.
Its — and later reversed itgelt by revoking or
Umiting credits, The result is a mish-mash of
apparently conflicting sentencing statutes:
trigl judges are often unableto figure out how

- much nearceration time to order withous
the help of a cornpuier,

All that said, the Murray case is bagic, at
least on the surface. He got four years for in-
voluntary menslaughter, That's a felony, and
although every felony is & serious crime, this
ohe is not designated by statite as one cfthe
“sertous” (or “viclent” or “sexual™) offenses
that are ineligible for certaln good-conduct
credifs. Under 5 30-year-old state law, IMur.
ray was eligible for one day off for good con-
duct for evary day served. Beecause his bhehay-
ior was “exemplary,” according to a sheritf’s
spokesman, Murray's four-year sentence was
completed after two vears. The joil was net
entitled to hold him any longer than that,

Actually, his sentence wag up 46 days
short of two years, because in addition to ihe
good-condust crecits, he earned what's
known as. custody credit — a day for evary
day he was behind bars before or during trial.

But why not just sentence him to tom
years, then, if that’s all he was ever going to
serve? Why misiead the public by caliing it a
four-year sentence?

Again, it's tomplicated, )

For many years California had indetermi.
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nate sentences, such ag 10 to 25 years. A pa-
role hoard would revisw 2ach nmaie’s record
to determine whether he or she had shown |
sutficient remorse and evidence ofrehabilita-
tion, and posed a sutficiently reduced threat
fo soclety, to be released on the short end
rather than the far end of the term, Good |
congduct was taken into consideration, aswas !
working in a prison job, |

But when the state began s get-tough
era i 1877, it declared that the purpese of o
prison was. puntshiment, not rehabilitation,
and % eliminated most indeferminate sen-
tences in fayor of settermslike five vearsor 1) |
years. Wardens §ti needed o provide their &
instes oy ncantive to behave, though; so
lswmakers repiaced much of the parle
board's work with a grant of one dayof good- !
conduct eredit for every two days served,

Over the yegrs they upped it to one-for-
one for inmates who worked prison jobs,
making a four-vear sentance Into two years
behind bhars, fanowedaby one (o two vears
under the watchitl ave of 4 state parcie
agemt, From then on, credits waned angd
wahed depending on the prevailing moods
and needs of the time: more Incentives and |
rewards for good conduct and work, fewar |
credits to punish more egregious crimes (as
with the three-strikeg law), more credits in
order to clear out prison beds and make
space {01 neweomers,

In 2009, the vear of Murray's erime, the
state was ordered to reduce ity prison popu-
latfon. To comply, # again adjusted good- |
conduct eredits, In-prison work was ng ong- |
€T Necessary 1o get one day off for @very day
served,

Two years ago. nonviclent, nonserioyg,
non-sexual felons like Murray began to serve |
their prison termg In eounty jalls rather than
state prisons, Sheriffs generally have the dig-
cration to release most Jall iImmates long be-
fore their genterces sre served (remembey
Paris Hilton in 2007 ang Lindsay Lohan in
2017}, but that doesn't 2pply to Murray and
other so-called AR 109 reglighnment ihmates, |
who formerly would have'been sent to state *
prison. They must serve the fnll time — as |
caloulated by factoring in earned eonduct ;
and custody credits, With those credits, Mur-
ray’s Ll time was just under WO years,

v would be more honest i the sentence on
the hooks, and the one sought by the prose-
cutor and handed down by the Pidge, ware
cadled a two- to four-year term rather than o
four-vear sentance. Agit is, the publicis led to
believe that felons are routingly lst out
“early,” which in turn suggests, ncorreetly,
that punishment in Californis 1s lax, even in
anera of tough sentences.

‘That’s something an Assembly select |
cominittes should keep in mind next month J
at its hearing on state sentencing. For sen- |
tenecing reform to work, the public must have i

J
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confidence in the system and must renoghize
that “early release” st necessarily early at
all. Lawmalkers can help restore that confi- !
dence hy allowing an independent commnis. j
sion, de-linked from the political process, to |
review and revamp sentencing. J‘




















